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Religious Sensemaking and Coping: A Qualitative Analysis on Rural Women in Chiapas, 
Mexico
Viena Murillo ‘21 – (Sponsor: Professor Esteban Cardemil)
Introduction
• Mexico’s rural life is often characterized by 
economic and gender inequity (Ozer et al., 2008), 
which may be a cause of distress for rural 
women. 
• For instance, significant depression levels have 
been found in Mexican women from low-SES 
levels (Castro et al., 2017) 
• Latin American countries, like Mexico, are known 
for their religious salience. As coping through 
religiosity can be common in this context (Krause, 
2011), rural women may use religion to deal with 
their distress.
• In this secondary analysis, I sought to understand 
(1) How do women in a rural community in 
Chiapas, Mexico use their religion to make sense 
of distress? (2) How do they use this to cope with 
distress?  
Methods & Procedure
• The data analyzed for this study was collected by 
Sarah J. Hartman, a doctoral student in Clinical 
Psychology from Clark University. 
• Twenty-one adults were interviewed, in a small, 
rural community in Chiapas, Mexico. 
• Five of these participants were chosen to be 
analyzed for this paper. All identified as:
• female
• ama de casa (responsible for 
housework), an exclusively female work 
domain
• religious, part of a Christian 
denomination. 
• For this analysis, I chose to use thematic analysis, 
a method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting 
themes within data (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
Sample Quotes
Results
Participants  used religiosity to make sense of their distress in 
mainly two different ways, which informed the way the used 
religion to cope:
1. Viewing God as an omniscient figure with total control: Most 
participants attributed all control over their lives to God, 
understanding that distressing things that feel out of their 
control are God’s will, and only He can fix them, if needed. 
• Translated to coping: Participants felt more in control over 
things that make them feel powerless, as they relied on God 
to either help them, or allow them to suffer for a greater 
purpose. 
2. Viewing God as a framework to live:
Some participants used religious teachings from God as tools to 
help them learn how to deal with distress, instead of focusing on 
controlling distressing events. 
• Translated to coping: Participants understood their distress as 
something that may make them better people. For many, this 
brought them healing, and allowed them to forgive.
P: “Es temprano si eh pues siempre eh nosotros desde pequeñas nos 
enseñaron a que eh sobre todas las cosas existe una fuerza sobre natural, 
llamado Dios, y que siempre es quien gracias gracias a él tenemos todo lo 
que lo que en la vida nos pasa todo la todas nuestras necesidades 
cubiertas, entonces siempre tratamos de de pues antes de iniciar nuestros 
trabajos, orar, dar gracias, dar gracias a Dios por eso.” (Participant 4)
P: “It is early, um, well always, as little kids, we were taught that, um, 
above all things, exists a supernatural force, called God, and that it’s 
always thanks to Him that we have everything, all things that happen in 
life, all of our life necessities covered, then we always try to, well, begin 
our work by praying, saying thank you, saying thank you to God for all 
these.” (Participant 4)
Participant 4 referring to God as an omniscient figure to attribute their 
necessities to
Participant 5 referring to God as a framework to help her find forgiveness within 
her domestic abuse situation
P: Y yo le decía a Dios, “No permitas que yo haga cosas malas. No quiero hacer 
cosas malas.” De verdad que no quería. Y acercarnos ya la verdad, a las cosas de 
Dios, me ayudó a perdonar. No solamente a él, sino también a mí. Me perdoné a mí 
por permitir que mis hijos sufrieran. (Participant 11)
P: I told God: “Don’t let me do evil things. I don’t want to do evil things.” I really 
didn’t want to. So, getting closer to God and that kind of stuff, it helped me forgive. 
Not only him, but myself. I forgave myself for letting my kids suffer. (Participant 5) 
Discussion, Limitations & Future Research
• Participants referred to many distressing events that are rooted in 
economic and gender inequity, including deteriorating health 
conditions, economic necessities, marital problems and domestic 
violence. 
• Most participants used both ways of religious sensemaking and chose 
one depending on the level of power they felt they have over a 
distressing event.
• Distress that made them feel powerless, like health and economic 
issues, were usually understood through viewing God as omniscient, 
what Kraus (2011) calls divine control lens
• Those events that they felt more power over, like marital problems 
(with the exception of severe domestic abuse), were understood 
through viewing God as a framework, also called God-mediated 
control lens. 
• The need for a sense of control is one of the important needs 
satisfied by religion (Kraus, 2011) and this is portrayed in the results: 
people cope more efficiently if they believe their environment is 
responsive to their efforts to change it, whether through asking God 
or using His teachings to know how to change it. 
• This study was limited in its small sample size, but it would be worth 
exploring this sense of control in religious folks with a stronger 
emphasis on economic inequity, especially in the face of natural 
disasters. 
